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FOREWORD
The Palo Alto County Agricultural Planning Committee is 
1 of the 99 similar committees in Iowa and of several thou­
sands throughout the United States. Practically all counties 
in the United States now have agricultural planning com­
mittees consisting of farmers and other local people interested 
in agricultural affairs, who' are studying problems of land use 
and in some counties farm tenure. These committees are 
discussing questions of agricultural policies and programs 
critically, frankly and with refreshing open-mindedness. The 
findings and recommendations of the county committees are 
tabulated and intepreted on a state basis by the State Exten­
sion Service. The state results are then transmitted to the 
United States Department of Agriculture for summarization 
on a regional and national basis. It is significant that the 
results of last year’s work of these county committees were 
definitely taken into consideration in formulating the 1937 
AAA program; and it is hoped that in the future the judg­
ment of the local people will contribute and guide the formu­
lation of agricultural policies even more directly and force­
fully than it has in the past.
The Palo Alto County Agricultural Planning Committee 
chose to study the farm tenure problem. In this county, 62 
percent of the farm families are tenants operating 72 percent 
of the total farm land.
The members of the committee spent much time and effort 
in gathering survey records from farms in their communities, 
covering the tenure history of farms and renting experiences 
of farmers. With the generous cooperation of the county 
superintendent of schools, the committee obtained from the 
rural school teachers a questionnaire on the tenure status and 
mobility of farm families in the respective school districts.
This bulletin is a summary of the findings of the Palo Alto 
Committee. The result of their study is impressive. It adds 
to our knowledge of the facts underlying farm tenure. In 
addition it is an example of an effective approach by local 
farm leaders in seeking a solution to a difficult problem. It 
should suggest to research workers a valuable research tech­
nique and aid. To local farm leaders interested in rural 
progress, it should indicate what can be done to understand 
better the character of the tenure problem in their community. 
To federal authorities the work of this committee carries the 
implication that it is essential that every effort be made to 
take cognizance of the ideas and recommendations of local 
groups in formulating policies and programs.
T. W. S c h u l t z ,
Head, Agricultural Economics.
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This study is based entirely upon information 
collected by the Palo Alto County Agricultural 
Planning- Committee. Mr. Martin Simonson, chair­
man, and Mr. Randall Hoffman, county agent, 
asked the Iowa State Colleg-e for technical assis­
tance. In a series of full-day conferences the com­
mittee discussed the important problems of public 
policy and private adjustments related to the farm 
tenure situation. This bulletin is the result of the 
work and thinking of the following committee of 
local farmers :
B. G. Berkeland 
Lawrence D..Brennan 
M. W. Brennan 
A. B. Carter 
Nels Christiansen 
M. J. Conway 
Geo. L. Fandel 
John Gunn
Geo. W . Hermanson
D. W. Joynt 
Alfred McCombs 
Ed McEwan 
Herman Norland 
Martin Simonson
E. B. White
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SUMMARY
In a study of the farm tenure problem the Palo Alto County 
Agricultural Planning Committee obtained information from 
three sources: (1) from the committee members’ own knowl­
edge and Observation, (2) from , a survey of 52 individual 
farms, and (3) from a survey of 344 families in 15 townships 
sending children to the rural schools.
The -opinion of the committee was that as between owners 
and tenants the tenants are at a decided disadvantage econom­
ically and in the ease with which they may enter into social 
and civic activities.
The committee believes that it should be made easier for 
tenants to buy farms, since it estimates that 90 percent of 
the tenants plan to own a farm some day, but still cannot 
buy one large enough.
The length and security of occupancy needs to be increased, 
the committee believes. This may be done by using leases 
with a uniform period of notice for termination, with auto­
matic continuation clauses, and by compensation for unex­
hausted improvements.
A study of the changes in ownership since 1900 of 35 
farms of the county revealed that the average length of owner­
ship was only 15 years, that most owners acquired their farms 
by purchase, and that ownership has been disrupted seriously 
since the war. *
Similarly, a study of the changes in operatorship for the 
same period revealed a high instability in the farm tenure 
system, since tenants move every few years (every 
4^2 years, as an average for the 35 farms surveyed and 
6 years for the 344 families sent questionnaires) whereas 
owners remain at least three times as long.
Leasing arrangements studied on these farms show that 
the crop share lease predominated. These leases, almost 
without exception, were written for 1 year in spite of tenant’s 
preference for longer terms. A great majority of the tenant- 
operated farms are owned by absentee landlords.
The survey conducted through rural schools revealed that 
almost three-fourths of the residents in Palo Alto County are 
tenants or hired men and that the average length of residence 
of owners was twice that of tenants and four times that of 
hired men. Owner-operators appeared to be more active in 
organized rural activities than tenants.
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Farm Tenure In Iowa1
IV . Farm Tenure Conditions in Palo A lto County
P repared by R ainer Schickele
THE COUNTY COMMITTEE’S GENERAL REPORT 
ON FARM TENURE
FARM OWNERSHIP VERSUS TENANCY
It is estimated that 90 percent of the tenants in Palo Alto 
County plan to own a farm some day. A  farmer prefers to be 
his own master, to plan his farming as he chooses, to beautify 
house and yard, and to enjoy the satisfaction of a permanent 
home—things which he usually cannot have as a tenant.
Many tenants cannot buy a farm large enough to suit their 
family and equipment. They accordingly prefer to rent a 
large farm rather than to buy a small one. Sometimes they 
buy a small farm and rent it out until their later years.
Owners are usually in a stronger economic and social posi­
tion than tenants, with the exception of owners who are 
heavily indebted in depression times. Even in adjusting the 
farm size to the family and equipment, it is often easier for 
an owner to do so through buying or renting additional land 
than for a tenant to find the size and type of farm he requires.
The permanency of tenure of owners and tenants who are 
related to the landlord gives them more interest in community 
developments such as cooperatives, churches and other rural 
institutions.
To reverse the trend of increasing tenancy the committee 
recommended that the government should make available 
long-term loans at low interest rates to operators only. Such 
loans should be based on conservative land value appraisals 
determined by some standarized appraisal method in order 
to prevent over-valuation and speculation in land. The com­
mittee felt that a 25 percent (Jown payment should be required 
to assure a reasonable degree of security of ownership and to 
avoid a rush into the land market.
iProject 375 of the Iowa Agricultural Experiment Station. The three preceeding 
bulletins published in this series are: I. Tenancy Problems and Their Relation to 
Agricultural Conservation (Bui. 354) ; II. Facts on the Farm Tenure Situation 
(Bui. 356); and III . The National Farm Institute Symposium on Land Tenure 
(Bui. 357).
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HOW CAN LANDLORD-TENANT RELATIONSHIP 
BE IMPROVED?
One of the most important problems. is to increase the 
length and security of the tenant’s occupancy of a farm. It 
is estimated that a tenant who is not related to his landlord 
stays on one farm an average of 3 to 4 years. Although there 
seems to be a tendency toward less shifting of tenant families 
recently, about 5 to 10 percent of all tenants move every 1 
or 2 years, and in some townships this rate of turnover is 
considerably higher.
Most tenants move because of disagreements with their 
landlords. One point of disagreement is unreasonable rent 
charges, particularly on poor farms. Some tenants move be­
cause of changes in ownership. It is felt that the majority 
of the moves ultimately result in waste of assets, time and 
effort, both of landlord and tenant, and that the frequency of 
moving could be greatly reduced by improving landlord-ten­
ant relationships. A moderate degree of mobility is necessary 
for individual economic and social adjustments.
Probably only 10 percent of all non-related tenants have rea­
sonable assurance that they may stay on the same farm for 
the next 3 to 5 years. Insecurity inevitably hampers the full 
exercise of a tenant’s managerial ability and invites exploita­
tion of land and improvements. Tenants of insurance com­
pany farms often do not know before Feb. 1 whether they 
may stay. It is estimated that only 10 percent of all tenants 
know definitely by Aug. 1, 25 percent by Sept. 1, and 50 per­
cent by Oct. 1, whether their lease will be renewed.
A uniform period of notice for termination of a lease should 
be required by law. The. committee would favor Sept. 1 as 
the deadline. Unless a lease is terminated by written notice 
by either party, the lease should be valid for another year. 
If farmers would know at least by Sept. 1 whether they may 
stay the next year, all fall work, seeding, controlling weeds, 
repairing of house and buildings, and the planning of crops 
and livestock for the coming season would be done with much 
more care and efficiency.
The majority of renters prefer 5-year leases. A long lease 
term enables a tenant to plan for future operations. It pro-
7
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vides an incentive to improve land and buildings. Most 
landlords are reluctant to grant long period leases either be­
cause they distrust the tenant or they want to be free to sell 
the farm or raise the rent. In many individual cases the land­
lord’s reluctance to grant a 3 to 5-year lease would be over­
come if the tenant could pay his cash rent in advance. If 
long leases were generally adopted, however, landlords, too, 
would gain.
The question arises whether security of tenure cannot be 
achieved without a fixed long-term lease. For instance, a 
year-to-year lease with an automatic continuation clause, an 
early date of notice for termination, and, most important of all, 
a compensation clause for unexhausted improvements, may 
bring about secure tenure and still allow flexibility in rent 
charges.
For tenants who are related to their landlords, the length 
of the lease term is only of minor importance, as their tenure 
usually is fairly secure. Their interest in the farm a« well 
as in the community is much more like that of an owner 
than of a non-related tenant. It is estimated, however, that 
in Palo Alto County not more than 15 percent of all tenants 
are related to their landlords.
Under crop share leases the cash rent on grassland often 
is too high, which makes it unprofitable for the tenant to seed 
a sufficient acreage to grasses and legumes. Longer leases 
and lower cash rentals on grassland would aid in soil con­
servation and encourage more livestock farming on rented 
land. On most farms more grass would benefit the landlord 
in the long run.
Usually landlords would be wise to allow competent tenants 
more initiative and responsibility in maintaining and improv­
ing the farm. The committee estimated that 15 percent of 
the private landlords know little about farming, and perhaps 
half of them, because of their other activities, financial pres­
sure, traditional custom or simply thoughtlessness do not 
contribute to the effective management of the farm.
In order to stimulate initiative and responsibility in the 
tenant, the principle of compensation, within limits, for un­
exhausted improvements made by the tenant should be legally
8
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recognized. In case the tenant moves he would be entitled 
to payment for the unused part of the improvements he made. 
The landlord should be protected, from abuses by setting 
definite limits to such compensation. For instance, the tenant 
should be allowed to seed grasses and legumes, and make 
minor repairs up to—for example—50 cents per acre at 
his own expense without prior consent of the landlord and 
claim fair compensation for the unused part of such repairs 
if he should move. For more expensive improvements, how­
ever, the tenant should obtain written consent of the landlord 
and thus attain the right to claim compensation at the ter­
mination of the lease. This arrangement, it is believed, would 
effectively protect the landlord against unwise or highly 
specialized improvements.
Conversely, the tenant should be held liable for any destruc­
tion of the landlord’s property caused by his neglect or mis­
management.
Standard lease forms, embodying the features suggested in 
this report, should be developed and made widely available. 
Local committee meetings between tenants and landlords 
should be held for the discussion of these lease forms.
Simple methods of arbitration of landlord and tenant dis­
putes should be established so that the two parties may avail 
themselves of the services of impartial and competent ap­
praisers.
FARM TENURE HISTORY 
SUMMARY OF SURVEY
Members of the county committee obtained 35 survey 
records of individual farms, tracing the changes in ownership 
and operatorship and other tenure conditions back as far as 
available records permitted. Ten of these records start with 
the first settler on the farm. The records of these 35 farms 
in the aggregate cover the experiences of 187 operator families 
and 1,304 years of occupancy. The average period of farm 
history represented in these records is 37 years and the aver­
age length of occupancy of one family is 7 years.
More than three-fourths of the families who lived on these 
35 farms since 1900 were tenants and stayed an average of Ay2 
years on the same farm. This indicates a high rate of turn-
9
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Fig. 1. How long do farm families stay on one farm? Of 187 farm 
families who lived on 35 farms since 1900, 38 percent stayed only for 
1 or 2 years.
over, and indirectly a high degree of insecurity of tenure. 
About half of these tenant families stayed only 1 to 2 years 
on one farm. Can anybody wonder why farms are being 
depleted?
During the same period, these 35 farms were owned by 89 
people; most of the farms changed ownership since 1900. 
Twenty-three percent of the present owners acquired the 
farms through foreclosure.
The ownership of 40 percent, or two-fifths of the farms has 
changed because of the violent price fluctuations since the 
World War. This fact strikes home forcefully the necessity 
of a more stable price leveTif a sound tenure is to be estab­
lished.
MOBILITY OF FARM FAMILIES
On these 35 farms, 187 families have found a place to live 
and work since the turn of the last century. This means that 
each farm was occupied on the average by five to six families 
during the last 37 years.
The average occupancy of 7 years per family on one farm 
(table 1) indicates that the tenure system is highly unstable.
10
Bulletin, Vol. 32 [1937], No. 364, Art. 1
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/bulletin/vol32/iss364/1
164
TAB LE  1. D ISTRIBU TIO N  OF FAM ILIES ACCORDING TO  
LENGTH OF OCCUPANCY
Years of Occupancy
Fan
Number
lilies
Percent of 
total
1- 2 71 38
3- 5 46 25
6- 9 26 14
10-14 12 6
15-19 11 6
• 20-24 12 6
25-39 9 5
Total 187 100
Thirty-eight percent, or almost two-fifths, of all families 
stayed only 1 or 2 years on the farm, and 63 percent, or almost 
two-thirds, stayed only 5 years or less (see fig. 1). Not even 
one-fourth of the families lived for 10 or more years on the 
same farm.
There is a great difference in the length of time that tenants 
and owner-operators remain on one farm.
Table 2 reveals that about half (49 percent) of all tenant 
families who lived on these farms during the last 37 years did 
not stay longer than 1 or 2 years, and fully 75 percent, or 
three-fourths, stayed only 5 years or less. In contrast, over 
50 percent of all owner families lived not less than 15 years on 
the same farm, as compared with only 6 percent of the tenant 
families. (See figs. 2 and 3.) Hence, the frequent moving and 
the exploitation of land and improvements associated with 
this mobility is closely related to the tenancy system. These
TABLE 2. D ISTR IBU TIO N  OF TEN AN T AND OW N ER 
FAM ILIES ACCORDING TO LENGTH OF OCCUPANCY
Years Tenants Owner-Operators
of
Occupancy Number
Percent 
of total Number
Percent 
of total
1- 2 69 49 2 4
3- 5 37 26 9 206- 9 21 15 5 11
10-14 6 4 6 1415-19 3 2 8 1820-24 5 3 7 1525 or more 1 1 8 18
Total 142 100 45 100
11
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Fig. 2. How long do owner and tenant families stay on one farm? 
Of 142 tenant families, one-half stayed just 1 or 2 years, and only 1 
percent stayed 25 years or longer; of 45 owner families,. 18 percent 
stayed 25 years or longer.
data also show that the frequent shifting of tenant families is 
of long standing and not the result of the recent depression. 
About one-fourth of the 35 farms had 8 or more tenant fam­
ilies during the last 37 years, and 3 of them as many as 13, 18 
and 19, respectively. On these latter farms, the families 
changed about every other year since 1900, and the ownership 
during this period was mostly in the hands of local business 
men, real estate brokers and bankers.
The tenant families, 76 percent of all 187 families, stayed 
on the average only 4^  years on the same farm, while the 
average length of occupany of the owner families was 15 
years, or more than three times as long.
The 35 farms surveyed are occupied at present by 19 ten­
ants and 16 owner-operators. Of the 19 present tenants,
6 have lived there for 1- 2 years
5 “
 ^ m « <<
5 I  “ ■ “
“ 4 -5  “ 
| 7-10 " 
“ 20-25 “
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Of the 16 present owner-operators,
2 have lived there for 1- 2 years
11 have “ “ “  15-26 “
One-third of the present tenants have been on their present 
farms for only 1 or 2 years; on the other hand, as many as 
two-thirds -of the owners have lived on their present farms 
for 15 to 26 years.
To summarize: our data show strikingly how instable the 
tenure of a large proportion of the renters is under the present 
tenancy system. Fully one-half of the 142 tenant families who 
lived on these farms during the last 37 years stayed only 1 
or 2 years.
During the period covered by the record, 89 owners have 
held title to the 35 farms. The average length of ownership 
is 14.7 years. The three farms with the highest turn-over in
loor-in
UJ
j
2  8 0 -
Fig. 3. Cumulative percentage distribution of owner and tenant 
families, by length of occupancy. Of the owner families, 65 percent 
stayed 10 years or more on one farm, while only 10 percent of the 
tenant families stayed for a similar length of time.
OWNERSHIP HISTORY
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TAB LE  3. W H EN  AND H O W  PRESENT OW NERS 
ACQUIRED FARMS
| Number of farms acquired by present 
Date of j ___________owners through____________
Acquisition Purchase Foreclosure Inheritance
Prior to 1910 5
1910-1918 8
1920-1930 4 2 5 .
After 1930 4 6 1
Total 21 8 6
ownership have belonged to seven, six and five owners, res­
pectively, since 1900, while four farms have not changed 
ownership since 1900. All of these latter four farms have 
been tenant-operated since 1910 or earlier.
Table 3 shows the dates and forms of acquisition of farms 
by the present owners.
- Almost two-thirds of the present owners acquired their 
farms by purchase, almost one-fourth through foreclosure and 
almost one-fifth by inheritance. Note that the acquisitions 
made after 1930 are predominately the result of foreclosure: 
six previous creditors have become landlords. During the 
twenties, inheritance was the predominant form of acouis- 
ition.2
Of the 21 purchases, 6 were made without assuming a 
mortgage, 1 was made on contract (in 1933), and the rest were 
financed by mortgages. Of the six full cash purchases, three 
were made after 1934 and the other three before 1903. It is 
noteworthy that of the four farm purchases made after 1930, 
three were full cash payments and one was on contract.
The ownership of about 19, or more than half of the farms, 
has not been disturbed by the post-war and the recent depres­
sion. For most of the remaining 16 farms, however, ownership 
has changed through foreclosure or surrender of deed at least 
once since the war boom. To be exact, only 2 of these 16 
farms have been transferred purely voluntarily under no ex­
ternal financial pressure. To put it another way, the owner­
ship of 14 of the 35 farms, or 40 percent, has changed because 
of the violent price fluctuations since the World War.
,2The reason why no inheritance ig recorded for the earlier periods is either that the 
sample is so small that of the 13 farms acquired prior to 1918 none was inherited; 
or that the inheritance transfers had involved buying out heirs and were therefore 
recorded as purchases.
14
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RECENT TENANCY EXPERIENCES 
The leasing arrangements of the present 19 tenants are 
briefly summarized in table 4.
TABLE 4. LEASING ARRANGEM ENTS OF PRESENT 
19 TEN AN TS
Type of lease Number
Percent of 
total
Crop share 14 74
One year without continuation clause 9
One year and continuing 3
3-year term 2
Stock share 3 16
One year without continuation clause 1
One year and continuing 2
Cash rent 2 10
One year without continuation clause 1
One year and continuing 1
Three-fourths of the leases are of the crop share type. Two 
crop share leases are drawn up for a period of 3 years, and 
three have a continuation clause which obviates the trouble 
of rewriting the lease each year and provides a somewhat 
higher degree of security in the landlord-tenant relationships.
It is interesting to consider the reasons why the previous 
tenants moved. The records contain 13 statements regarding 
the motives for tenant changes, which may be grouped as 
follows (the dates in parenthesis indicate the year in which 
the move occurred) :
A. Tenant moves in order to improve his situation:
1. “To get a better deal” (1930)
2. “ Moved to level farm” (1933)
3. “ To get better farm”  (1935)
4. “Moved to South Dakota for cheaper rent” (1916)
B. Landlord probably responsible for the move:
1. “ Insurance company did not renew lease to previous 
owner-operator” (1936)
2. “ Disagreement between landlord and tenant” (1935 
and 1937)
3. “ Landlord raised rept” (1912)
4. “Tenant could not pay full 'cash rent” (1935)
5. “ Change of ownership” (1933)
15
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C. Tenant apparently a poor farmer and therefore displaced 
by landlord:
1. “ Not able to control weeds” (1935)
2. “ Not satisfactory to landlord” (1917)
3. “Poor farmer and did not pay cash rent” (1928)
Except for the last three reasons, where the tenant’s in­
competence made him lose the farm, it is conceivable that in 
most of the other 10 cases a more satisfactory arrangement, 
to the mutual benefit of landlord and tenant, could have been 
found which would have avoided a change. If a tenant shows 
initiative in bettering his lot, the landlord may well try to 
get the tenant to apply his initiative to the farm by granting 
him compensation for unexhausted improvements, by com­
promising on the rent, and by giving him a greater security 
of tenure. The tenant also may be wise to negotiate with his 
landlord for such privileges before he decides to move to 
another farm since the majority of moves are ultimately a 
waste of assets, money, time and energy for both landlord 
and tenant.
LEASING ARRANGEMENTS
SUMMARY OF SURVEY
Seventeen survey records were gathered by members of the 
county committee from renters, indicating the present condi­
tions under which they operate and suggestions for improve­
ments. All but one of the leases run for only 1 year. Four­
teen of the seventeen tenants state that they prefer to have 
long term leases.
The average length of occupancy is 6 years. Only five 
tenants, or less than one-third, have a reasonable assurance 
that they may stay on the farm for the next 3 years if they 
so desire.
Nine farms, or almost two-thirds, are owned by absentee 
landlords. Most of the absentee landlords do not visit the 
farm more than once or twice a year. This fact supports the 
suggestion of the county committee that tenants should be 
allowed more initiative and given more responsibility. Farm­
ing is becoming more complicated, and management by re­
mote control is becoming increasingly inefficient.
16
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Rental rates for hay and pasture under crop share leases 
vary from $3.50 to $8 per acre, and usually no difference is 
made in charges for hay and pastureland. About one-third 
of the tenants consider the cash rent on grassland too high 
to keep a sufficient portion of the rotated land in grass. An 
unduly high rent on grassland tends to prevent thè adoption 
of soil conserving rotations.
A greater differentiation in crop shares also seems to be 
desirable. All crop share leases allow the landlord half of 
the corn and two-fifths of the oats, except one lease under 
which the landlord receives only two-fifths of the corn. This 
lease also has the lowest cash rental on grassland and contains 
a compensation clause for unexhausted improvements. With 
inducements of such kind, in combination with more stable 
landlord-tenant relationships, the landlord can expect to see 
his farm built tip and well cared for.
The leases are distributed over the various lease types as 
follows :
Of the 17 leases, 2 are oral and 15 are written; all but one 
run for 1 year. Twelve of the sixteen 1-year leases are rewrit­
ten every year, and four continue automatically until either 
party serves notice for termination. Although it would be 
desirable if such a continuation clause were included in all 
leases, no mention is made to that effect in the material gath­
ered. Instead, 14 of the 17 tenants state that they would 
like to have long term leases. Even the one lone tenant with 
a 3-year lease wants to have a longer lease, a 10-year term.
The preferences for lease terms expressed by the renters are 
as follows:
Crop share 
Stock share
14 leases
Cash rent
1 lease
2 leases
Total 17 leases
LENGTH OF LEASES
10-year leases preferred by 3 tenants
17
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DATE OF NOTIFICATION
In about half of the 17 leases a date of notification for ter­
mination is specified in the lease, and in two cases it is orally 
agreed upon. The specific dates of notification in these leases 
are as follows:
July 1 in 4 leases 
Aug. 1 in 4 “
Sept. 1 in 2 “
Dec. 1 in 1 lease
One-third of the leases do not contain any provision for a 
time limit for serving notice. The tenants with July 1 or Aug. 
1 notification dates are generally satisfied with that date. We 
obtained the following picture representing the preferences 
of the 16 tenants interviewed (one did not state any prefer­
ence, nor did he have a date specified in his lease) :
June 1 preferred by 2 tenants 
July 1 “ “ 5 “
Aug. 1 “ “ 7 “
Sept. 1 “ “ 2 “
The Palo Alto County Agricultural Planning Committee 
recommended Sept. 1 as a uniform date of notification to be 
required by law. These schedules, therefore, indicate that 
the recommended period of notice is very conservative, and 
that the majority of tenants would prefer July 1 or Aug. 1.
SECURITY OF OCCUPANCY
The average length of time the 17 renters have occupied 
their present farms is 6 years. The distribution by periods of 
occupancy is as follows:
3 tenants have stayed ¡on the farm for 1 to 2 years
9 tenants have stayed on the farm for 3 to 4 years
3 tenants have stayed on the farm for 5, 9 and 11. years
2 tenants have stayed 'on the farm for 20 and 25 years
Only 5 of the 17 tenants know rather definitely that they 
can stay for the next 3 years, and one of these is related to his 
landlord. If we tabulate the answers to the question, “Could 
you stay for the next 3 years if you desired?” we obtain the 
following picture:
5 tenants answer yes
5 tenants answer probably, if farm is not sold
5 tenants answer uncertain
2 tenants answer no, because of impending sale of farm.
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These answers are a good indication of the degree of inse­
curity of the renter’s tenure. About three-fourths of these 
tenants cannot plan ahead for even as short a time as 3 years 
because of lack of assurance that they can remain that long 
on their present farm.
In three-fourths of the 12 cases of insecure tenure, a main 
reason for insecurity seems to be that the farm may be sold 
or just has been sold; the respective landlords are four cor­
porations, two estates and three individuals.
The reasons for the last move of the tenants are as follows :3
9 tenants left last farm to get a better one.
4 tenants left last farm because rent was too high or was 
unduly raised.
2 tenants left last farm because of disagreement with land­
lord.
1 tenant left last farm because it was sold.
1 tenant left last farm because of crop failure( dried out).
It would be interesting to know how many of the tenants 
have found their present farm really better than the last one, 
and how many of the previous landlords really did collect more 
rent by getting a new renter rather than coming to terms with 
their old tenant.
TYPES OF LANDLORDS
Two-thirds out of 15 tenants rent from absentee landlords 
living more than 40 miles away. The landlords are distribut­
ed according to occupation as follows:
Retired farmers .......... .................................  4
Loan companies ............................................ 4
Business m en.................................................. 3
Professional men ...... . . . . . '. . . . . . . . f............. 2
Estates ............................................   2
College ....................................    1
Unidentified ....................................     1
Total ........   ...17
3The seeming discrepancy between this list of reasons and the opinion . expressed 
by the committee on page S can be largely explained by the fact that tenants are 
likely to rationalize their reasong for leaving in terms of “ getting a better farm”  or 
a “ better deal”  instead of disclosing the specific disagreement which arose between 
them and the landlord.
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The number of times these landlords visit their farms varies 
from every other week to once a year. From 13 records in­
dicating the frequency of the landlord’s visit,
6 show 1 or 2 visits a year
3 show 3 to 5 visits a year
3 show 12 visits a year (every month)
1 show 24 visits a year (every other week).
The first two groups largely represent absentee landlords, 
many of whom may not visit the farm personally, but send a 
representative for the main purpose of collecting rent.
RENTAL PROVISIONS
Regarding the division of crops under the crop share lease, 
in all but one case the landlord receives half of the corn and 
two-fifths of the oats. On one farm on rolling land the land­
lord, a college, receives two-fifths of both corn and oats. Hay 
is rented for cash without exception.
Only in 3 of the 14 crop share leases was a distinction made 
between rental rates charged for hay and pasture; in all other 
cases hay and pasture rent for the same per acre charge, and 
buildings and lots are generally included. The rents for hay 
and pasture are as follows:
Number of Dollars per Acre of
Farms Hay Pasture
2 8.00
1 7.00
3 6.00
3 5.00
1 4.50
1 3.50
1 8.00 5.00
1 7.00 5.00
1 6.00 5.00
highly desirable that the rental crop shares
as the cash rents on hay and pasture be more closely adjusted 
to the productivity of the land. As it is, farms are rented on 
the conventional prevailing terms, regardless of the quality of 
land and improvements. From the viewpoint of soil conser­
vation particularly, efforts should be made to bring cash rents
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on grassland more nearly down to what it is worth to the 
tenant. This would also benefit the landlord, as the fertility 
of his land would be better maintained if more grasses and 
legumes were grown.
Under the one stock share lease included in the records, the 
receipts and expenses are divided half and half between 
landlord and tenant. Breeding and fattening stock and milk 
cows are owned jointly, while poultry, horses and machinery 
belong to the tenant.
The cash rent under the two cash rent leases is $10 and 
$4.50 per acre, respectively. The $10 rent is considered 
unduly high by the renter and, therefore, he does not expect 
to stay there long.
EXPENSES FOR GRASS SEED AND IMPROVEMENTS
Grass seed is furnished by the landlord on 10 of the 17 
farms, and on the other seven farms the tenant shares in the 
cost of seed. But on farms where the tenant helps pay for the 
grass and legume seed, the cash rent paid for hay is no less. 
The crop share tenants who pay half of the grass seed are 
even charged a little more for the hay land than are those who 
do not share the seed cost. Here, too, more differentiation 
in the rental rates is advisable. Two tenants complain that 
the landlord does not furnish sufficient grass seed. Limestone 
is used on only two farms, the landlord paying for the lime­
stone in both cases.
Materials for repair are usually provided by the landlord. 
About one-third of the tenants report, however, that the land­
lord does not furnish the materials promptly and sufficiently, 
and in two more cases the landlord’s contribution to the up­
keep is rated only fair.
Approximately half of the leases contain the provision or 
an oral agreement that the tenant shall be compensated for 
fall plowing in case he should move. Two of these leases also 
include compensation for grass seed. One lease, granted by a 
college, has a compensation clause for unexhausted improve­
ments, and the tenant furnishes, wholly or partly, materials 
for repair and minor improvements. This is the same lease
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which gives the landlord two-fifths of the corn and has the 
lowest cash rate of $3.50 on grassland. The tenant indicates 
that he plans to stay on this farm continually and feels secure 
in his occupancy. The rental provisions make it possible for 
him to build up the land and improvements, and the landlord 
expects an increase in the productivity of his property; he is 
not worrying about its producing power being dissipated.
TENURE STATUS, MOBILITY AND ORIGIN OF 
FARM FAMILIES
SUMMARY OF SURVEY
The county committee obtained the cooperation of the coun­
ty school superintendent in sending out questionnaires to 
rural school teachers. Schedules were obtained from 60 school 
districts covering 344 farm families in 15 townships.
About one-fourth of these families are owner-operators, and 
three-fourths tenants or hired men. The average length of 
farm occupancy since marriage is 11 years for owners and 6 
years for tenants, including related tenants. There are, how­
ever, wide variations between different school districts.
Of all family heads, 29 percent are of German descent, 25 
percent Scandinavian, 22 percent American and 12 percent of 
Irish extraction. Only 19 percent of the American and Eng­
lish families are owner-operators, as compared with 39 and 35 
percent of the Danish and Irish families, respectively. The 
average length of occupancy of present farm is longest with 
the Danes and Norwegians (10 years), and shortest (only half 
as long) with the Americans and English (5 years).
The heads of more than two-thirds of the families were born 
in Iowa, and one-eighth were foreign-born; of the native 
Iowans, 27 percent are owner-operators, and of the foreign- 
born farmers 36 percent.
Owners show a stronger participation in community activi­
ties than tenants; 45 percent of the owners belong to farm- 
organizations, and 81 percent to churches, as compared with 
36 and 74 percent, respectively, of the tenants, and 13 and 53 
percent of the hired men.
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TENURE STATUS
The tenure status of these families is as follows:
No. of Percent of
families families
Owner-operators ....... .............. 92 27
Tenants ......... ..............237 69
Hired men ...... . .............. 15 4
344 100
These families seem to represent Palo Alto County condi­
tions fairly adequately as to tenure, since, according- to Cen­
sus data, 62 percent of all farms were rented in 1934, and since 
the older families who have no children in school and are more 
likely owners than tenants, are not included in our sample.
A great variation in the proportion of owner-operators ex­
ists between various townships. Some school districts report 
only 15 percent or less owner-operators, while others report 
as many as 45 to 69 percent. This illustrates the fact that 
tenancy is not evenly distributed throughout a county, but 
that there are predominantly ownership communities even in 
a county with almost 70 percent tenancy.
It would be highly desirable to study and compare such 
ownership communities with strictly tenancy communities in 
their social, economic and cultural activities and character­
istics.
The tenant families have slightly more children of school 
age than owner families. The average number of children in 
school per farm family is :
2.0 children for all families
1.8 children for owner families
2.1 children for tenant families
2.0 children for hired men families
The participation of farmers in farm organizations and 
churches is significantly influenced by the tenure status. The 
membership in farm organizations and churches is distributed 
as follows :
Owner-operators—45 percent belong
to organizations and 81 to churches
23
Schickele: Farm tenure in Iowa: IV. Farm tenure conditions in Palo Alto Coun
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1937
177
Tenants— 36 percent, belong1
to organizations and 74 to churches 
Hired men— 13 percent belong
to organizations and 53 to churches
All families— 38 percent belong
to organizations and 75 to churches
These data show that a higher proportion of owner-opera­
tors than of tenants participate in organized rural activities. 
Yet, considering the handicap many tenants have due to their 
insecurity of tenure, their interest in community affairs ap­
pears to be relatively strong; more than one-third and almost 
three-fourths belong to farm organizations and churches, re­
spectively. This may indicate that the present tenant families 
are potentially as good "community builders” as owner fam­
ilies if only they were given greater security of occupancy on 
their farms.
Of the 127 families reporting membership in farm organiza­
tions and 253 families in churches, 66 and 68 percent, respec­
tively, are tenants. If the majority of tenants have a tem­
porary interest in local organizations, then it may be assumed 
that greatly increasing the security of their tenure, either 
through better leases or assisting them in becoming owners, 
will improve the moral and financial support of rural organ­
izations.
MOBILITY OF FARM FAMILIES
The average stay on one farm since the marriage of the 
family head is 7.1 years. The corresponding length of occu­
pancy for owner families is almost 11 years, for tenant fam­
ilies a little more than 6 years, and for hired men about 3 
years. There are, however, wide variations between school 
districts.
Since all reporting families have children in grade school 
and since there are proportionally more young tenants than 
young owners, the length of occupancy reported by the tenant 
families in this study is likely to be longer than that for all 
tenant families, and the occupancy reported by the owners to
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be shorter than that of all owners. These figures, therefore, 
are not necessarily in conflict with the corresponding figures 
obtained from the farm tenure history survey, according to 
which the average occupancy of all tenants is 4^2 years and 
all owners 15 years.
The distribution of farm families by years of occupancy 
since marriage is shown in table 5.
This table shows the much greater stability of owner fam­
ilies. As many as 42 percent of the present owner families 
stayed on one place for 16 years or longer, while only 12 per­
cent of the tenant families stayed that long in any one place. 
True, the average age of the owner-operator is higher than 
that of the tenant, 47 years as compared with 42 years, but this 
difference in age cannot explain the great difference in the 
mobility.
So far we have studied the average number of years a family 
has occupied any one place since marriage. Although this is 
by far the best measure of mobility, such information is, of 
course, hard to obtain for a great number of families. The 
Census reports, however, show the years of residence of the 
families on. their present farms at the date the Census was 
taken. This information is less adequate as an indication of 
mobility. The years- of residence on the present place, how­
ever, is easily obtained and presents a fairly good picture of 
the njobility of families in any given area.
The average length of residence of the farm families in their 
present school districts, according to our stirvey, is 9.3 years—
TABLE 5. D ISTR IBU TIO N  OF FARM FAM ILIES BY YEARS 
OF OCCUPANCY SINCE M ARRIAGE
Ail
families Owners Tenants
Hired
men
Number of families 277 77 192 8
Percent of families with 
following average years 
of occupancy: 100 100 100 100
Below 3 18 6 21 75
4- 6 22 16 24 25
7-10 27 26 28
11-15 13 10 15
16-20 10 20 7
21-25 4 10 1
26 and more 6 12 4
25
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14.5 years for owners, 7.8 years for tenants and 4.1 years for 
hired men families. Here, again, there are wide variations 
between different communities.
The distribution of farm families by years of residence in 
present school district is shown in table 6.
In summarizing these data, we may divide the years of 
residence in the present school district into two periods, and 
the distribution of owner and tenant families over these two 
periods is then:
Periods of residence Percent of
Owners Tenants
4 years or less ..............................18 41
5 years or more ............................ 82 59
The same kind of information was obtained by the 1935 
Census. The comparison of our school district survey with 
the 1935 Census report for Palo Alto County indicates that our 
sample is fairly representative of the county as a whole. Here 
are the corresponding Census figures for 1935:
Periods of residence Percent of
Owners Tenants
4 years or less ................... .......... 18 57
5 years or more ............................ 82 . 43
That the proportion of tenant families with 5 or more years 
residence is higher in our sample may be largely due to the 
fact that all tenant families in our sample have children of
TAB LE  6. D ISTRIBU TIO N  OF FARM FAM ILIES -BY YEARS 
OF RESIDENCE IN PRESENT SCHOOL DISTRICT
All
families Owners Tenants
Hired
men
Number of families 
Percent of families with 
following years of
- 335 86 235 14
residence: 100 100 100 100
Under 1 year 10 3 12 22
1 year 10 6 11 36
2- 4 16 9 18 21
5- 9 24 20 26 14
10-14 16 13 18
15-19 12 22 9
20-24 5 12 2
25 or more 7 15 4 7
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school age and, therefore, are probably older and move some­
what less frequently than the average tenant family.
A further indication of how much more frequently tenant 
families move than owner families is the fact that of the 50 
families which left the school district this year, 86 percent 
were tenants, and only 14 percent were owners. Of the 60 
reporting school districts, 6 stated that a number of children 
equal to 50 percent or more, and 12 districts reported that 25 
percent or more of the .present enrollment left the district this 
year. The adverse influence of this high turn-over in the 
school enrollment on elementary education is self-evident.
ORIGIN OF FARM FAMILIES
The proportion of the family heads of the 324 families re­
porting who are descendants of the various nationalities is 
shown in table 7.
The Germans constitute almost one-third of the families. 
The Scandinavians are second in number with one-fourth, 
and the Americans third with more than one-fifth (see fig. 4). 
This is, of course, but a rough indication of the ancestral 
stock of these families.
Only 19 percent of the American and English families are 
owners, while 39 and 35 percent, or twice as many of the 
Danes and Irish, respectively, are owners. Is this high pro­
portion of ownership among the Danes and Irish just a co­
incidence, or does it reflect the history of their native coun-
TAB LE  7. PRO PO R TIO N  OF HEADS OF 324 FAM ILIES 
DESCENDED FROM VARIOU S N A TIO N ALITIE S
Nationality
Percent of 
all families
Number of 
families
German 29 94
Dutch 2 5
Danish 12 39
Norwegian 10 33
Swedish 3 10
American 22 71
Irish 12 39
English 5 16
Scotch 5 16
Total 100 324
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N A T IO N A L IT Y  
ENGLISH 4  SCOTCH
A M E R IC A N
SC A N D IN A V IA N
GERMAN 4  DUTCH
IO •g.O 3 0
P E R C E N T  O F  F A M IL IE S
AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS CHART A 3 711 3 IOWA STATE COLLEGE
Fig. 4. Distribution of families by nationality groups.
tries which have almost completely eliminated tenancy by a 
series of drastic land tenure reforms?
Table 9 shows the average length of occupancy since mar­
riage, and the average age of the family head, by nationality 
and tenure groups. Again, the Danes and the Irish, together 
with the Norwegians, are highest in length of occupancy. 
They average 8 to 10 years while the American and English 
are lowest with 5 to 5 4^ years. The same relationship holds 
true with the owner and tenant groups. These differences in 
length of occupancy cannot be explained by differences in 
ages, as the average age of the Danish and Irish family heads
TAB LE  8. TEN URE STATUS BY N A T IO N A L IT Y  GROUPS
Nationality
Percent of nationality 
in status of
groups
Owners Tenants • Hired men
German 27 69 4
Dutch 100
Danish 39 61
Norwegian 27 70 3
Swedish 20 80
American 19 73 8
Irish 35 65
English 19 75 6
Scotch 31 56 13
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TAB LE  9. LENGTH OF OCCUPANCY AND AGE BY 
N A TIO N A LITY  AND TEN URE GROUPS
Av. length of occupancy Av. age of ramily head
Nationality ! All IOwn- Tern |Hired | All Own- Ten-,|Hired
famil. I ers ants | men | famil. ers |ants 1 men
Years Years
German 6.6 8.7 6.3 2.4 42 46 42
Dutch 6.2 6.2 38 38
Danish 9.7 11.4 8.5 41 45 39
Norwegian 9.8 22.1 6.8 45 57 41 32
Swedish 6.9 8.0 6.7 46 45
American 5.5 6.8 5.6 3.0 42 45 41 37
Irish 8.3 14.2 6.6 44 49 42
English 5.0 7.5 4.6 48 53 48 38
Scotch 6.5 11.6 5.6 2.8 43 43 44 37
No. of cases 319 85 220 14
is little different, in fact is slightly lower, than that of the 
Americans or English. Although our sample is too small to 
draw definite conclusions, these data indicate that the different 
nationalities may vary a great deal in the length of time they 
stay in one place.
Only a little more than one-fourth of the 325 fathers were 
born in Palo Alto County, and about two-thirds were born 
within Iowa. The fact that one-third of all family heads came 
from outside the state indicates that the county has exper­
ienced a relatively large influx of people coming long distances 
to settle there during the last 40 to 50 years.
It is worth noticing that the largest percentage of owner- 
operators, 36 percent, is found among foreign-born farmers,
BIRTH PLACE
FO R E IG N
O U T  O F 5 T A T E
P A L O  A LT O  CO.
IOWA ^Except Polo 
A I T o  C o . )
P ERCEN T OF FAMILIES
AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS CHART A 3 7 I I4  IOWA STATE COLLEGE
Fig. 5. Distribution of family heads by birthplace.
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while that proportion lies between 22 and 29 percent with the 
American-born farmers, as shown by table 10.
TAB LE  10. D ISTRIBU TIO N  OF BIRTH PLACES BY 
TENURE GROUPS
Tenure Birthplace of farmer
groups Palo Alto Iowa Out of st. Foreign
Owners 29 26 22 36
Tenants 69 67 73 64
Hired men 2 7 5
Total 100 100 100 100
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